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　 Antigone of  Sophocles’ Antigone and Joanna Burden of  William Faulkner’s 
Light in August share some tragic characteristics.  Both of  them are strong-
minded women with an air of  masculinity, and both die a harrowing death 
attempting to protect their family’s authority.  While it is valid to say that the two 
women are themselves exceptional, their families, especially their fathers, also 
lead extraordinary lives.  As is well-known, Oedipus of  Thebes, both Antigone’s 
father and her half-brother, killed a man and married a woman without knowing 
that they were his father and mother.  When he found it out, he stabbed his eyes 
with Jocasta’s golden brooches and blinded himself.  Nathaniel Burden, Joanna’s 
father, was an abolitionist in Jefferson, Mississippi, and was therefore considered 
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an outcast by the local people who still believed in white supremacy.  Because 
they insisted on the voting rights of  black people in the reconstruction period, 
Nathaniel’s father and son, Calvin Burden, Sr. and Calvin Burden, Jr., were killed 
by a local celebrity, Colonel Sartoris.  Despite those unfortunate backgrounds, 
Antigone and Joanna do not escape their family’s destiny but track the doomed 
path paved by them.  Mostly, people believe that the authority and norms of  one’s 
nation are far weightier than those of  one’s family, especially if  the family is of  ill 
repute.  Both Antigone and Joanna are more beholden to the rule of  their family 
than that of  society, however.  
　 In Antigone, Creon, King of  Thebes, banned the burying of  the body of  
Polynices, one of  Antigone’s two brothers, because he attacked Thebes to 
achieve revenge on his brother, Eteocles, who banished Polynices from the polis. 
Antigone considered her brother’s internment to be essential despite Creon’s 
decree, and she is therefore not deterred by Creon’s subsequent threats of  
punishment.  Ismene, Antigone’s sister, begs her not to rebel against the king’s 
authority, saying, “[W]hat will be the end of  us [Ismene and Antigone], if  we 
transgress the law and defy our king?  O think, Antigone; we are women; it is not 
for us to fight against men; our rulers are stronger than we, and we must obey in 
this, or in worse than this” (Antigone 128).  Ismene links their powerlessness to 
their sex and claims that women should not to stand up to the king’s authority. 
Antigone harshly denounces her sister’s advice however, strongly believing that 
the internment of  her brother is more important than the nomos, the nation’s law: “I 
will bury my brother; and if  I die for it, what happiness!  Convicted of  reverence― 
I shall be content to lie beside a brother whom I love.  We have only a little time to please 
the living, but all eternity to love the dead” (Antigone 128; emphasis added).  These 
lines demonstrate her firm determination to accept the punishment for prioritizing 
the honor and love of  her brother over the nomos.  More importantly, her claim 
denotes (1) the disrespect of  earthly happiness and (2) the desire for death because 
it ensures her of  the eternal place to be with her dead family.  Throughout the text, 
she obviously links death to her family, both of  which are authority and salvation 
for her.  In fact, just before she takes her own life, she refers to the grave as “[m]
y bridal-bower, my everlasting prison, I go, to join those many of  my kinsmen” 
(Antigone 150).  In the prison of  the tomb, she believes her father, Oedipus, 
welcomes her and her mother, Jocasta, and her brothers are glad to meet her again; 
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in death, she can rest her hands on each of  her dear family members.  She even 
says that if  she lost her husband or child, she could marry another husband and 
bear another child, yet she cannot replace her parents and brother (Antigone 150).  
　 As Judith Butler points out in Antigone’s Claim, it is significant that Antigone 
does not choose to live with Haemon, who is her fiancé and the son of  Creon. 
She ultimately commits suicide by hanging herself  in the dungeon, and on the 
heels of  this, Haemon kills himself  with his sword.  This indicates that while 
Haemon loves and follows her, Antigone refuses to become his wife and the 
mother of  their child.  She would rather be dead than alive because death allows 
her to share the tragic fate with her brothers, a fate that is in Antigone’s view 
more sublime and significant than other earthly authority or honor.  The gravity 
of  death to her is displayed in the dialogue between the sisters.  In response 
to Ismene’s appeal, “For pity, Antigone―can I not die with you?,” Antigone 
coldly turns her down, answering “You chose; life was your choice, when mine 
was death” (Antigone 141).  Here Antigone demonstrates her solid will to share 
doom with her tragic family and to exclude Ismene from them, blaming her for 
choosing life.  Death proves that Antigone is a member of  her cursed family, and 
she decides that Ismene is ineligible to receive the clan’s destiny.  Butler’s remark, 
“[Antigone’s] desire to save her brothers from their fate is overwhelmed, it seems, 
by her desire to join them in their fate” (60), shows us how intensely Antigone 
reveres the doomed fate of  her brothers and longs to attach herself  to it.  
　 A brief  observation of  Antigone reveals that she favors the family with whom 
she lived over the family she may establish in the future.  She longs to join them 
in the closed, shadowy place she describes as “my grave, my everlasting prison” 
(Antigone 150).  This inclination has strong parallels to William Faulkner’s world. 
Like Gail Hightower, who attempts to trace the damned history of  his family, 
Joanna Burden accepts her destiny as a descendant of  the Burdens, who have 
been treated as outsiders by the people in Jefferson for being abolitionists.  It is 
noteworthy that Joanna is not a descendant of  the pure Burden line; named after 
her father’s first wife Juana, she is the daughter of  Nathaniel Burden and his 
second wife, already carrying the burden of  father’s authority with his late wife’s 
name.  After Juana’s death, Nathaniel asked his relatives in New Hampshire to 
send a woman, never named in the novel, to be his wife.  And whereas Joanna 
tells Joe Christmas all about the Burden family history since Calvin Burden Sr. and 
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about the wedding ceremony of  her father and Juana, she gives only the briefest 
account of  her parental marriage, merely quoting the father’s letter sent to the 
relatives: “I am fifty years old.  I have all she will ever need.  Send me a good 
woman for a wife.  I dont [sic] care who she is, just so she is a good housekeeper 
and is at least thirtyfive years old” (LA 250).  It is notable that in this request for 
a new wife, Nathaniel requests “a good housekeeper,” not a wife to love.  Joanna 
says her father probably did not want another son at all (LA 252), which suggests 
that he no longer needs a descendant to carry on the blood line.
　 Nathaniel and his new wife have their daughter Joanna, and whether it is his 
intention or not, she is the only descendant who will inherit the damned destiny of  
the Burdens as well as its equity.  The fact that Joanna does not reveal her mother’s 
history shows the extent to which she is caught in the Burden’s patriarchal 
authority.  As does Antigone, Joanna craves joining the masculine destiny of  the 
Burden; this is seen in her narrative manner of  highlighting not the female but the 
male history of  the family.1  It is the father who wields considerable leverage over 
Joanna and who informs his own dogma on the unredeemed relationship between 
blacks and whites:
Remember this.  Your grandfather and brother are lying there, murdered not 
by one white man but by the curse, which God put on a whole race before 
your grandfather or your brother or me or you were even thought of.  A race 
doomed and cursed to be forever and ever a part of  the white race’s doom and curse 
for its sins.  Remember that.  His doom and his curse.  Forever and ever.  Mine. 
Your mother’s.  Yours, even though you are child ....  None can escape it (LA 
252―253; emphasis added).
His remarks awakened Joanna to the condemned destiny not only of  the white 
race but also of  the Burdens and also made it possible for her to have a sense 
of  eternity that transcends secular time and thus to turn her into being lofty. 
Intriguingly, Nathaniel twice mentions the juxtaposition of  “doom and curse” and 
“forever and ever” in the short passage above, which is also seen in the following 
cryptic aphorism he says to Joanna: “ ‘The curse of  the black race is God’s curse. 
But the curse of  the white race is the black man who will be forever God’s chosen own 
because He once cursed him’ ” (LA 253; emphasis added).  Here Nathaniel emphasizes 
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the word “forever” here, but the essence of  his statement is that blacks are chosen 
people and inherit eternity because they were cursed by God.  According to her 
father’s theory, although (or because) the curse triggers troubles and unhappiness, 
it is also an indispensable constituent to gain the fate linked to God.  
　 This kind of  juxtaposition is also found in Antigone’s words, such as “all 
eternity to love the dead” (Antigone 128) or “my everlasting prison” (Antigone 150). 
Although the combination of  doom and eternity that is essential to Antigone’s 
and Joanna’s fate does not mix with the sacred, Antigone’s agonizing words below 
give us a hint that both characters believe that curse dooms them and leads them 
before God: “What law of  heaven have I transgressed?  What god can save me 
now?  What help or hope have I, in whom devotion is deemed sacrilege?  If  this 
is God’s will, I shall learn my lesson in death” (Antigone 150).  Antigone is not 
afraid of  death because it gives her a moment of  recognizing and expiating the 
sin she has committed on earth.  At the same time, her words reveal that she does 
not understand why she has to be punished by death.  She ignores the authority 
of  King Creon and commits a transgression of  the nomos, but not of  the “law 
of  heaven,” the physis.  Therefore, there seems no reason that God punishes her. 
Likewise, Joanna takes note of  her sin of  being born white, but she seems not 
understand the sin she has committed with Joe.  The night after her menstruation 
stops, Joanna tells Joe to visit her room, where she asks him to kneel down and 
pray to God to redeem their sins:
“Kneel with me,” she said.
　 “No,” he said.
　 “Kneel,” she said.  “You wont [sic] even need to speak to Him yourself. 
Just kneel.   Just make the first move.”
　 “No,” he said.  “I’m going.”
　 She didn’t move, looking back and up at him.  “Joe,” she said.  “Will you 
stay?  Will you do that much?”
　 “Yes,” he said.  “I will stay.  But make it fast.”
　 She prayed again.  She spoke quietly, with that abjectness of  pride.  When 
it was necessary to use the symbolwords which he had taught her, she used 
them, spoke them forthright and without hesitation, talking to God as if  He 
were a man in the room with two other men.  She spoke of  herself  and of  
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him as of  two other people, her voice still, monotonous, sexless (LA 280―
281).
Obsessed with race, Joanna believes that Joe must expiate the cursed blood 
of  the black race by kneeling down to God, but he firmly resists her request. 
His resistance definitely reveals the individual loftiness that he maintains and 
that ultimately costs him his life.  Meanwhile, although Joanna probably seeks 
redemption for her nymphomaniac acts with him, there is some ambiguity in her 
prayers.  First, why does Joanna suddenly become religious and repentant of  her 
lewd sexual behaviors?  Because the text has not revealed her pious character until 
this scene, her abrupt prayer to God seems somewhat outrageous.  Second, why is 
God described as a man with the other two in the room, as if  God were physically 
present there?  Finally, who is this godlike man?  Above all, it is suspicious that 
she considers their sex such blasphemous misconduct that it must be punished by 
God.  Does she really think the intercourse between a “black” man and a white 
woman is unforgivable?  Or does she fear her licentious character marks the 
stain in the genealogy of  the Burdens?  Butler’s interpretation of  the profound 
motivation of  Antigone’s behavior―her desire to take part in her cursed family’s 
fate―is adequate, yet it bears investigating what desire drives these two women to 
their fate and how they participate in the family’s damned destiny.  If  they want to 
join it, they also must commit another sin and foulness themselves, so as to be a 
member of  the cursed family against the physis.
2
　 In the play Antigone, Antigone is stricken with the incestuous curse on her 
family, as revealed in the following discourse between her and the Chorus:
Chorus: My child, ... [you] have stumbled against Law enthroned.  This is the 
expiation you must make for the sin of  your father.
Antigone: My father―the thought that sears my soul―the unending burden of  
the house of  Labdacus.  Monstrous marriage of  mother and son ... My father ... 
my parents ... O hideous shame!  (149; emphasis added)
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The Chorus claims that the cause of  her punishment lies not in her own but in 
the great sin of  her father, and curiously, she admits it and even labels her parents 
as a “hideous shame.” This sense of  “hideous shame” enhances the degree of  
her fate as the daughter of  Oedipus.  Given that the family’s blood runs in her 
body, however, there is the possibility that she herself  conceives a secret desire in 
the same manner as her parents: incest.  Antigone’s wish to join the family’s fate 
shows the magnitude of  her love of  family, which brings her a sense of  pride, 
loftiness, and eternity that ordinary people cannot appreciate.  Simultaneously, her 
wish for joining the family’s history is interlaced with her desire for an incestuous 
relation with male family members, a desire frequently revealed in the text of  the 
play.  In particular, her statement, “I shall be content to lie beside a brother whom 
I love” (Antigone 128), obviously reveals her love for the dead brother, Polynices, 
but the indefinite article makes it ambiguous which brother this is.
　 Butler gives a new insight into Antigone’s desire for incest by pointing out 
that the term “brother” is applicable to Oedipus, her father and half-brother, as 
well as Polynices or Eteocles.  Butler claims that it is not clear in the text whether 
Antigone loves Oedipus, Polynices, or Eteocles (77), but the ending of  Oedipus at 
Colonus, one of  the three Theban Plays that was written last among them yet its 
time setting is before Antigone, alludes to Antigone’s desire for her dead father. 
After Oedipus dies, the sisters have the following conversation:
Antigone: Sister, we must go back.
Ismene: Go back?
Antigone: I must, I must.
Ismene: But why?
Antigone: To see the plot of  earth―
Ismene: His?
Antigone: Father’s―I cannot leave him―
Ismene: It is forbidden.  Surely you understand?
Antigone: Why do you cross me?
Ismene: Don’t you see?
Antigone: See?
Ismene: He had to die alone, has no tomb.  
Antigone: Take me to the place and let me die there too.  
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Ismene: And what shall I do all alone and helpless?  Where shall I live 
without a friend?  (Oedipus at Colonus 123)
Against Ismene’s pleas to leave their father alone, Antigone vehemently insists that 
she wants to be with him in death.  The dialogue above demonstrates the intensity 
of  Antigone’s love for her father, while Ismene instead wants to live her life with 
her sister, not with her father.  Ismene is absolutely not undertaking the family’s 
curse nor does she show any incestuous desire for her brothers at all.  Whether 
Oedipus is her father or brother, the object of  Antigone’s love must be him, not 
Polynices or Eteocles, mainly because Oedipus is the most tragic, cursed figure 
among them.  The more Oedipus’s act is unredeemed, the more distinct his cursed 
destiny is.  What Antigone seeks is the strong sense of  the tragic destiny, and 
only Oedipus can satiate her craving for it.  It is Oedipus’s sin more than that of  
Antigone or Polynices that invisibly penetrates the text of  Antigone.2  In contrast 
to the mortal sin of  Oedipus, Antigone’s sin for interring her brother against the 
nomos is trifling.  It is thus possible to say that Antigone’s grave figured as “my 
bridal-bower, my everlasting prison” (Antigone 150) is linked to her father’s grave; 
for her to join his curse is tantamount to lying with him as his bride.
　 To take the cursed destiny of  family as one’s own and to yearn for the unity 
with the one who is the cause of  the destiny are so intertwined as not to be 
unraveled.  The analysis below of  Joanna Burden’s hidden desire for strong ties 
with her father will further elucidate the invisible bond of  incest and destiny. 
Although Joanna’s name is often mentioned in the criticism of  Light in August, 
“she has received far less developed critical treatment” (Sherazi 484).  John Duvall 
among other critics describes her as someone who confines Joe Christmas to 
the southern norm in terms of  race, gender, and religion (108).  She is different, 
however, from characters such as Doc Hines or Bobbie Allen in that Joanna is as 
bound by the cursed fate of  the Burdens as Joe is shackled to his blackness.  On 
these grounds, Joanna should receive the same critical attention as Joe Christmas 
or Lena Grove.  Examining how Joanna is transformed through the strange 
communication with Joe and what makes him kill her provides a new light on the 
abstruse theme of  the novel.  As is often pointed out, there are three phases in 
Joanna’s sexual relationship with Joe Christmas: the first is presenting her dignity 
and masculinity without succumbing to Joe’s rape and conquest; the second 
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is the drastic transformation of  sexuality into nymphomania blended with her 
miscegenation fantasy; the final is the penance for her salacious conduct with Joe 
before God.  
　 The first phase shows the weight of  her family’s curse on her.  Along with 
Antigone, Joanna longs to join the masculine destiny of  the Burdens, which is to 
be defeated and condemned.  The day after Joe raped her, the narrator explains 
her behavior while quoting Joe’s impression: “‘My God,’ he thought, ‘it was like I 
was the woman and she was the man.’ But that was not right, either.  Because she 
had resisted to the very last ....  She had resisted fair, by the rules that decreed that 
upon a certain crisis one was defeated, whether the end of  resistance had come or 
not” (LA 235).  When describing her demeanor in the first stage, Joe frequently 
labels it as masculine or manlike, which suggests her impregnable dignity as a 
member of  the Burdens.  Meanwhile, the explanation that she is reigned “by 
the rules that decreed that upon a certain crisis one was defeated” means she is 
preoccupied with the discourse of  the defeat of  the Burdens.  In this context, 
Joe Christmas can be regarded as a southern white man who gives her a sense 
of  loss by rape, as Colonel Sartoris did to Joanna’s grandfather and half-brother 
by killing them.  Joanna probably does not know Joe’s racial identity at the time 
of  the rape, and it is rational that she believes him to be a local white man.  As 
long as she immerses herself  in the family’s destiny, she must accept the defeat 
that inversely enables her to put the strong masculine ambience on; those two 
components, defeat and dignity, are indispensable for her to become a member of  
the (male) Burdens.  It is intimated that she also shows some femininity in the first 
phase as a “dual personality,” but this is submerged in her “mantrained muscles 
and mantrained habit” (LA 234―235).  Her repressed female sexuality is awakened 
by Joe Christmas later, but the question remains of  why he can draw this hidden 
desire from her.
　 The second phase presents her repressed desire that is revealed in the rapture 
with Joe, who is overwhelmed by her changing.  It is not necessarily unusual that 
a middle-aged woman like Joanna is excited by speaking forbidden vulgar words 
when she takes a lover for the first time in her life.  Her lustful sexuality obviously 
contains something incomprehensible inside, however, something mixed with 
sublimity and squalor.  Joe’s reaction to this transformation of  her sexuality is 
this: “At first it shocked him: the abject fury of  the New England glacier exposed 
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suddenly to the fire of  the New England biblical hell ....  She believed that it would 
be the last night on earth by damning herself  forever to the hell of  her forefathers, by living 
not alone in sin but in filth” (LA 258; emphasis added).  On the one hand, “the New 
England glacier” suggests the firm and strong faith in the cursed destiny of  the 
Burdens, whose origin is the fanatic belief  by Calvin Burden, Sr. in the Calvinistic 
creed of  the curse on white Americans.  On the other hand, “the fire of  the New 
England biblical hell” echoes a filthy desire that has been incubated in that faith. 
As the former appears in daytime and the latter at night (LA 260―261), these 
antithetical modes are not separate but intermingled in her body and mind.  What 
is remarkable, however, is that her sexual conduct with Joe is described as “damning 
herself  forever to the hell of  her forefathers” and that the conduct is connected 
not only to “sin” but also to “filth.” This description seems pertinent also to the 
well-known scene in The Sound and the Fury, where Quentin Compson fancies 
committing incest with his sister Caddy and as its punishment, they are burned in 
the eternal, unredeemable fire of  hell.  If  this comparison between the scenes in 
both novels is legitimate, during sex with Joe Christmas, Joanna fantasizes about 
incestuous intercourse with “her forefathers” in hell.
　 The point to be further probed is whom Joe Christmas stands for in Joanna’s 
eyes.  The second stage occurs after Joanna knows Joe’s secret about his “negro” 
blood, and she probably places him in the racial discourse of  her father’s 
prediction.  Although she undoubtedly enhances the degree of  the curse on whites 
by having sex with a “negro,” she might conceive an incestuous lust while enjoying 
it.
　 Intriguingly enough, Light in August suggests the racial ambiguity of  some of  
the Burden families.  According to Joanna’s story of  the Burdens, Calvin Burden, 
Sr. married a Huguenot daughter and then Nathaniel was born, “the small, dark, 
vivid child who had inherited his mother’s build and coloring,” different from his 
father’s, to the extent that they are “different races” (LA 242).  On top of  that, 
when Nathaniel came back from Mexico with his wife and son, Calvin is surprised 
to see that his son’s wife looks like Evangeline, his deceased wife, and said this 
about his grandson, Calvin, Jr.: 
“Another damn black Burden,” he said.  “Folks will think I bred to a damn 
slaver.  And now he’s got to breed to one, too.” ... “Damn, lowbuilt black 
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folks: lowbuilt because of  the weight of  the wrath of  God, black because of  
the sin of  human bondage staining their blood and flesh.” ... “By God,” he 
said suddenly, “he’s got a man’s build, anyway, for all his black look.  By God, 
he’s going to be as big a man as his grandpappy; not a runt like his pa.  For 
all his black dam and his black look, he will” (LA 247―248).
Both Evangeline and Juana might have inherited black blood from their ancestors, 
but the focal point here is not to expatiate on the substance of  their colored blood 
but to note that Nathaniel and Calvin, Jr. are also somewhat dark colored, as 
Calvin, Sr. mentioned.  If  his remark is true, it attests that the Burdens are cursed 
and elected people by God because of  their “blackness,” despite the fact that they 
are seen as whites in the eyes of  the local people in Jefferson.  This parallels the 
racial identity of  Joe Christmas, whom no one in the town recognizes as “negro” 
until Joe Brown lets it out.  It is therefore not illegitimate to think that in terms of  
race, in Joanna’s eyes, Joe overlaps with either Nathaniel, Joanna’s father, or Calvin, 
Jr., her half-brother, or both.  At any rate, it is not unlikely that Joanna heightens 
the sense of  the curse “by damning herself  forever to the hell of  her forefathers,” 
that is, by fantasizing about incest with her father and/or half-brother while having 
relations with Joe Christmas.3  Comparing Joanna to Miss Minnie Copper from 
“Dry September,” Diana Roberts maintains that Joanna is “a parody of  femininity, 
desiring a black man’s body and playing rape” (179), but her feminine desire is 
firmly intertwined with incest and miscegenation.  In opposition, Deborah Clarke 
appreciates the crucial role of  Joanna in the novel as someone who “undercuts 
gender differentiation” and is “a disturbing reminder of  the potential power 
of  women” (98, 102).  Nevertheless, Clarke’s analysis of  Joanna remains in the 
discourse of  gender conflict between male and female characters, without plunging 
into Joanna’s libidinally unconscious sphere of  incest.  
　 Joanna’s exclamation in ecstasy, “Negro!  Negro!  Negro!,” (LA 260) allows 
the reader to develop another interpretation.  Her exclamation definitely wields 
the power of  trapping him into the cage of  race.4  More than that, however, her 
physical unity with a “Negro” evokes the mysterious prediction of  her father 
that white people are nailed down on “the black shadow in the shape of  a cross” 
from which they cannot escape (LA 253).  Her prurient exclamation implies that 
she enacts her father’s prediction and ascertains again the cursed destiny of  the 
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white race as he foretold her.  To put it another way, Joanna might feel that she 
is spiritually united with her father by fulfilling his prediction while having sex 
with Joe.  “She became identified with her father” (Wittenberg 117), in that she is 
absorbed in her father’s fanatical idea and that she fancies being physically united 
with him.  The more lust she feels toward Joe, the more she lusts for and yields to 
the authority of  her father.  In this respect, Joe Christmas for Joanna is a reified 
figure of  Nathaniel Burden’s spirit.  When “Joe has become for Joanna the ‘shadow’ 
and the ‘cross’” (Bleikasten 320), she fixes her mind and body on the “racial” cross 
her father designed, with the body of  Joe likened to the cross.  The physically 
ecstatic scream of  “Negro!  Negro!  Negro!” therefore must echo in her mind, 
“Father!  Father!  Father!”5
　 The third phase emerges when she consciously or unconsciously realizes 
the sin she has committed all the way through the second phase―incest.  The 
narrator observes the degradation of  Joanna as a woman in the second phase: 
“Within six months she was completely corrupted.  It could not be said that he 
corrupted her ....  The corruption came from a source even more inexplicable to 
him than to her.  In fact, it was as though with the corruption which she seemed 
to gather from the air itself, she began to corrupt him” (LA 260).  The air from 
which she gathers the corruption is the ghost of  Nathaniel, with whom Joanna 
conceives being consummated.6  That Joanna suddenly brings up the topic of  
a child to Joe is essential to understanding the third phase: “But the shadow of  
autumn was upon her.  She began to talk about a child, as though instinct had 
warned her that now was the time when she must either justify or expiate” (LA 263; 
emphasis added).  Why she needs justification or expiation ostensibly derives 
from her prurient sexual conduct with Joe.  Because she is not a southern woman 
under the gender ideology of  southern white men, however, it is not a grave 
sin for her to be in liaison with a “black” man.  Her repentance must originate 
from abandoning herself  to the father rather than to Joe and Joanna imminently 
considers the ways through which she can be discharged from the unforgivable 
sin of  incest.  Although it is difficult to see how Joanna believes she can justify 
her indulgence in sex, having offspring must be one way.  If  she bore a child with 
Joe, that child would succeed to the blood of  the Burdens and their cursed symbol 
of  miscegenation.  Whereas Antigone has her sister Ismene, who might be able 
to leave the blood of  the family to the descendants, Joanna does not have such a 
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relative.  She therefore cannot discard the possibility that she bears a child with 
Joe, and she in fact attempts to make him believe her forged story about the baby.  
　 Significantly, at this stage, she still does not pray to God or ask Joe to do so 
with her.  Rather, in the time when Joanna alludes to a child, she solicits God, 
saying, “I’m not ready to pray yet ....  Don’t make me have to pray yet.  Dear God, 
let me be damned a little longer, a little while ....  Not yet, dear God.  Not yet, 
dear God” (LA 264).  It is evident from the repetition of  the phrase “not yet” 
that Joanna is concerned about impending time that will change her body and end 
her menstruation.  If  a child is born between them, her incestuous, prurient sex 
will produce a significant being in the Burden’s history, and Joanna proves to be 
a woman of  fecundity, as exemplified by Lena Grove.  As the text shows, no one 
blames Lena for having premarital sex with Joe Brown, save for her brother who 
“called her whore” (LA 6).  Lena’s “sin” is redeemed by her baby (Clarke 99), 
but Joanna’s enjoyment of  sex with Joe without being able to produce offspring 
shows that she “just got old and it happened to you and now you are not any good 
anymore” (LA 277).
　 When it turns out that she cannot bear a child anymore, Joanna shifts her 
attitude toward Joe into a tone of  admonition as if  she were a mother and he 
her child.  Before that, when she still believes in her potential to bear a child, she 
seems not to care if  Joe, the father of  the assumed child, leaves her: “This will be 
a good time for you to run, if  that’s what you want to do” (LA 266).  Joe is not 
a necessary man for her, then, partly because she believes she will gain someone, 
a child, who is more precious than Joe and who justifies her pseudo-incestuous 
sex with him.  Thus, in the third phase when Joanna distinctively finds herself  in 
menopause, she turns herself  into a scolding mother, a mother who no longer 
enjoys sex with her lover as she did in youth:  
“They will take you.  Any of  them will.  On my account.  You can choose any 
one you want among them.  We wont [sic] even have to pay.”
　 “To school,” his mouth said.  “A nigger school.  Me.” ... 
　 “Tell niggers that I am a nigger too?” She now looked at him.  Her face 
was quite calm.  It was the face of  an old woman now (LA 276―277).
Instead of  sending him to a black college, Joanna is certain there must be another 
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alternative in which he can “pass” as a white man, a situation inconceivable to her 
because it would obliterate her miscegenation fantasies.  The point is here that she 
assumes the role of  his mother and plans to bequeath to him all she has inherited 
from the Burdens.  When her design is completed, Joe will be a descendant of  
the Burdens, but he definitely will not accept the destiny she is foisting upon him. 
He refuses to be “the volitionless servant of  the fatality in which he believed that 
he did not believe” (LA 280).  To reconsider his role in Joanna’s perspective, Joe 
might be “the volitionless servant” because in the first phase, he is a southern 
white man who gives her the defeat that she needs; in the second phase, he is 
likened to her father as the object of  incest; and in the third phase, he is made to 
be a “black” son under the fanatical obsessions of  the Burdens.  
　 When she sees that Joe does not become a pawn in her plan, Joanna proceeds 
to the final stage: expiation of  her incest.7  The end of  her menstruation is nothing 
but the end of  the Burden’s blood, and she does nothing to justify her prurient 
acts with Joe.  It now becomes clear whom Joanna is talking to in the climax 
scene and who this “God as if  He were a man in the room with two other men” 
specifically is (LA 280―281).  “The two other men” are Joanna and Joe, and the 
third man is Nathaniel Burden, the omnipresent God for Joanna.  In this scene, 
she does not hesitate to quote “the symbolwords” of  their sex in order to confess 
how lewd their sex or her incest was.  Whether or not Joe accepts her praying to 
God together, “there’s just one other thing to do” (LA 281), especially for Joanna: 
death as the punishment for what she did with Joe. Indeed she says, “Maybe it 
would be better if  we both were dead” (LA 278).  Doreen Fowler observes that 
in their intercourse, Joe represents for Joanna “the phallus” that is “the lost object 
of  desire” in the Lacanian symbolic world (85).  However, “the phallus” does 
not belong to Joe but to her father, the omnipresent phallic Father, and it confers 
punishment upon her without satisfying her wish for unity with it.  Given that Joe 
assumes the role of  her father when they have sex, it is natural that she should ask 
Joe to carry out the punishment, the end of  her life.8  It is very unclear if  Joanna 
really thinks her “old style, single action, cap-and-ball revolver” bequeathed by her 
forefathers still works and whether she really intends to kill him with the pistol. 
All she needs is death (Roberts 182) and after all, Joe fulfills her wish either as her 
puppet or as her father, giving expiation to Joanna.  
　 The inverted sexual relation between Joe and Joanna is transposed by the 
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community to the banal racial discourse of  the South: the “black” man raped 
the “white” woman.  The white male ideology of  gender completely rejects the 
particular transformations of  Joanna as the descendant of  the Burdens.  Some 
readers might call Joanna a femme fatale, whose role in the novel is just to trigger 
the denouement of  Joe’s tragic fate as a “mulatto.” In contrast to Joe’s, her story 
might be naïve and private without rising to the level of  tragedy like Antigone. 
Still, Joanna’s tragedy tells us the involute abyss of  her mind and desires, depths 
that would merit further study.  Wesley Morris highlights the elements of  Antigone 
in Faulkner’s novels, insisting that they are the potential for deconstructing 
the oedipal/cavalier monologues of  men and for creating “the schizophrenic 
dislocation of  identity in the horizontal genealogical link between brother and 
sister” (148―149).  A close reading of  Joanna Burden, as well as Antigone, 
however, tells us about Joanna’s role as the daughter of  the Burdens, not just 
alluding to her countervailing, deconstructive power of  the oedipal authority 
frequently seen in the novel.  
　 If  Oedipus’s story gives us the key to unraveling the human unconsciousness, 
its succeeding play, Antigone, further explores the unforgiven sexual desire 
hidden in the mind.  In reading Antigone’s statements and actions, Butler finds 
the performative potential of  her incestuous desire.  Butler deems Antigone’s 
promiscuous desire not to be “the essential and negative feature” (76) in order to 
fortify the authoritative norms of  sex from outside, as Jacques Lacan claims in his 
reading Antigone; Butler instead believes her acts carry a politically destructive 
power to the established heterosexual marriage system.  Antigone is not only a 
perverse woman but also the destroyer of  the shared discourse of  marriage by 
tying love to tombs, the symbol of  death.  If, as Antigone says, her tomb is “[m]
y bridal-bower” (Antigone 150), marriage suggests nothing but doom.  Because 
her secret love of  her father is prohibited and unattained, it “can only be 
consummated by its obliteration, which is no consummation at all” (Butler 76). 
Sex and marriage with her father are always and already covered by death.  Butler 
finds the subversive power of  Antigone in her words with regard to marriage that 
implode their objects and consequently open “the social form of  its aberrant, 
unprecedented future” (Butler 76, 82).  What new perspective can the reader gain 
from Joanna Burden, the antithetical character to Lena Grove, the symbol of  
earthly fecundity and life?  Lena and Byron Bunch determine to live in their own 
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style without marriage, while Joanna and Joe Christmas fail to establish a future-
oriented relationship and die a tragic death.  Joanna’s love of  Joe is a twisted 
homage of  her love of  Nathaniel, implying that her love is directed not toward 
the future but toward the cursed past without being consummated.  Her love is 
directed to death, highlighting the intermingled relationship between love and the 
past, which is the universal essence of  Faulkner’s world.  Love of  the past and 
history triggers its outlandish forms, which nonetheless must be the humanistic 
aspects.
Notes
This article was supported by the Pache I-A-2 grant in 2017 from Nanzan University.
1　 Despite few critics who reference Antigone to explore the characters’ unconsciousness 
in Faulkner’s world, none specifically quote from the text and focus on the similarity 
between Joanna and Antigone.  Among those criticisms, see especially Morris, Fowler, and 
Sasaki.
2　 Therefore, not only Oedipus but also Antigone implies such degree of  Oedious’s sin that 
determines the fate of  his descendants: “In life and in death is the house of  Labdacus 
[Oedipus’s ancestor] stricken.  Generation to generation, with no atonement, it is 
scourged by the wrath of  a god” (Antigone 142).
3　 Karen Andrews references the similarity between Joanna and Joe from the fact that 
either parent of  both characters is possibly from Mexico (Andrews 6).  Another similarity 
between them is their names, Joe and Joanna, and it is logical to say that they establish a 
strange relationship of  love, partly because they are alike in several respects.
4　 Another scene where Joanna lays Joe under the category of  black race is that she locks 
the front door yet opens the back door for him to use it.  As Sherazi maintains, Joanna’s 
treatment to Joe might trigger the inferior awareness of  his race (Sherazi 491).  
5　 Some critics have already observed the hidden desires such as homosexuality or incest in 
the characters of  Light in August, including Christmas, Hightower, Joe Brown, and Byron 
Bunch.  Joanna Burden is absolutely not the exception of  it, as mentioned by André 
Bleikasten: 
Prurient Puritans, the male Burdens were obviously attracted to “dark” ladies and 
beset with the exotic sin of  miscegenation.  No wonder then that Joanna, their 
female descendant, should repeat the pattern in reverse in becoming the mistress of  a 
man whom she believes to be a mulatto and who may remind her ―incestuously ?― 
of  her half-Mexican half-brother ... (318). 
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Bleikasten’s perspicacity on Joanna’s desire is noteworthy, but he does not fully explain 
why Joanna directs the desire not to her father but to her half-brother.  If  she is not 
bound by her father’s prediction, Bleikasten’s remark is legitimate.  Compared with her 
father, Calvin, Jr. is not so intimate being for her as to harbor the incestuous desire for 
him.  It is her father who Joanna wants to be united with both spiritually and physically.  
6　 This kind of  art wherein the ghost of  the dead character in the air captures the 
present character’s mind and behavior is frequently seen in other Faulkner’s novels.  A 
representative scene about the omnipresence of  the dead character is where Quentin 
considers death to be still at hand “like Grandfather’s desk” and Quentin thinks that he 
can “hear the murmur of  [Grandfather’s and Colonel Sartoris’s] voices from beyond 
the cedars they were always talking ... (SF 176).  The ghosts of  the past people in the 
Faulkner’s world occupy the present characters.
7　 Abdul-Razzak Al-Barhow states that “his refusal to pray is a rejection of  fanaticism, which 
is used by several characters in the book to justify racism and violence” (60), yet as I have 
repeatedly emphasized, Joanna’s fanatic behaviors include a deeper meaning than those of  
other characters.  Because she is a woman closely connected to the bottom of  the novel, 
Faulkner would devise the plot wherein the homicide of  Joanna Burden factually causes 
Joe’s tragic death.
8　 In an analysis of  how Joe regards Joanna in view of  family relation, Noel Polk boldly 
deems her as both his mother and father: “Thus Joanna, with her hermaphroditic name, 
is for Joe Mother, who feeds him and creates a dungeon for him in the dark house; she 
is also the hard, puritanical father.” Developing further his argument, Polk says that Joe 
fulfills the Oedipal, incestuous fantasy having sex with Joanna, his father and mother, and 
ends up the presumed result as the historic Oedipus: to kill Joanna, the avatar of  father 
and mother at once.  The shared point between my analysis and Polk’s is that we read 
Joanna as a woman with “psychic burden” rather than “racial burden” that many critics 
have trained on (Polk 87).
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